How has nitric oxide kept its secret from the scientific community for such a long time? The explosion of interest in this small molecule has been quite extraordinary. There have been over 11 000 accepted publications since its discovery in 1987, yet its impact on clinical medicine is not fully established.
There is accruing evidence that the generation of this simple molecule may explain some of the (patho)physiological mechanisms involved in hypertension, septicaemia, premature labour, pre-eclampsia, ulcerative colitis, asthma and cardiomyopathy to mention but a few. The mechanisms in this story make for fascinating reading, and it is appropriate that Nitric Oxide in Health and Disease has been written by pharmacologists, whose brush is broader than that of most scientists and who are well qualified to survey an increasingly diverse and complex field.
The book is laid out in four sections-basic principles and recent advances; pathological implications of nitric oxide; experimental approaches; and protocols and techniques. The last two will be particularly helpful for researchers just entering the minefield of nitric oxide, and there is a welcome intuition in this section, so often lacking in experimental manuals. It has the hallmark of scientists closely involved, speaking from the bench rather than from the office. Although the condensation of the material into under 400 pages is in one sense a triumph, it is also a source of frustration. The section on pathological implications of nitric oxide is particularly affected, with fascinating commentaries curtailed in the interest of brevity. However, one is always referred on to an appropriate text for further reading. A strength the authors claim for their work is that the whole book is written by just the three of them. I am not sure that this is such a good recommendation. Despite the knowledge and capabilities of the authors, contributions from the likes of Moncada, Ignarro and Malinski would always enhance a manual such as this. A further criticism is one the authors can do little about. Almost as soon as any review on this subject is published, it becomes out of date; I presume that further editions will follow with updating.
This manual is highly recommended to any scientist wishing to develop an interest in the subject. The practical experimental sections are particularly helpful. Individuals with Asperger syndrome, which affects perhaps 1 in every 1000 people, have difficulties with social relationships that qualitatively are very like those of autistic people, only rather less severe. Proportionately few come to clinical attention, it is believed, and most are simply regarded as rather eccentric loners, seemingly uninterested in human company. Yet, as this book points out clearly, people with this condition all too often long for a relationship, and are perplexed by their failure to understand the rules of social engagement. They may become depressed, suicidal even, and few professionals have any idea how to help them. I was impressed by the wealth of sensible advice offered here by Tony Attwood, a clinical psychologist who practises in Queensland. The focus is largely upon children, but much of what he has to say is just as relevant to adults. Perhaps the least satisfactory section contains the introductory remarks about how the disorder is diagnosed, reviewing different opinions on the matter. Nosology in the pervasive developmental disorders is by consensus unsatisfactory and subject to periodic revision. Asperger syndrome is one of the less well-defined entities, but distinctions have been made in the major diagnostic classification syndromes between Asperger syndrome and autism occurring in highly intelligent individuals. The key difference is in the realm of language, with both the ICD-10 and the DSM-IV diagnostic systems requiring no clinically significant delay in the acquisition of language if Asperger syndrome is to be diagnosed. Tony Attwood does not seem to accept that distinction; discussing the different developmental pathways that could lead to this perplexing condition, a prior history of autism is one of them. Yet, unlike children with classical autism who often do seem indifferent to social relationships, many children with Asperger syndrome are confused and distressed by their failure to integrate socially with others.
How then can we go about teaching them the rules of social contact? Some of the advice given here is sound, but not all can be expected to work. For example, enrolling the child in clubs may lead to further difficulties, depending on the nature of the club. Team activities are often regarded as mysterious and even pointless. The references on socialskills groups are creditably up-to-date, and some interesting suggestions are made about how such groups could be organized. I was amused by the advice to beware of using
